AUTOMATIC EXPOSURE CONTROL CAMERA 



BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Field of the Invention 

[0001] The present invention relates to a camera having a function of controlling the 
exposure of an image sensor so that a subject is photographed with appropriate brightness. 

Description of the Prior Art 

[0002] A camera is provided with an automatic exposure (AE) control function for 
controlling the exposure of an image sensor according to the brightness of a subject so that the 
subject, i.e. the main object to be photographed, is photographed with appropriate brightness. 
Such an AE function is provided not only in cameras such as video cameras and digital 
cameras that perform photoelectric conversion as an image sensor but also in cameras that use 
sensitized film as an image sensor. 

[0003] In general, an AE function is achieved by determining the average brightness over 
a whole area that is going to be photographed and then adjusting the aperture diameter of an 
iris, or an aperture stop, so that the brightness so determined becomes equal to a 
predetermined value. This permits a subject to be photographed with appropriate brightness 
almost unfailingly in a front-lighted condition in which both the subject and the background 
are illuminated from the front (from the camera side) and there is little difference in 
brightness between the subject and the background. However, in a back-lighted condition in 
which the subject is illuminated from behind and the brightness of the subject is extremely 
low relative to the brightness of the background, the subject photographed appears dark. To 
avoid this, it is customary to determine the average brightness in different manners between in 



a front-lighted and a back-lighted condition so that a subject is photographed with appropriate 
brightness even against an extremely bright background. This treatment is called back- 
lighting compensation. 

[0004] In conventional cameras provided with an AE function, a whole area to be 
photographed is divided into a plurality of regions, then brightness is determined in each of 
those regions, and then the aperture diameter of the iris is adjusted so that the average 
brightness over all those regions becomes equal to a predetermined target value. As the 
average brightness, an arithmetic average is used when back-lighting compensation is not 
performed, and a weighted average is used when back-lighting compensation is performed. 

[0005] An example of weight factors used to determine a weighted average is shown in 
Fig. 6. In this example, the whole area to be photographed is divided into 64 regions, of 
which 24 regions Rl located in a central and a lower portion are assigned a weight factor of 1, 
16 regions R2 located near the central portion are assigned a weight factor of 0.5, and the 
remaining 24 regions R3 located in an upper, a left-hand end, and a right-hand end portion are 
assigned a weight factor of 0. As long as a subject lies in the central and lower portions of 
the area to be photographed, the brightness of the background, lying in the upper, left-hand 
end, and right-hand end portions, is not reflected in the average brightness, and thus it is 
possible to photograph the subject with appropriate brightness. 

[0006] In this way, in conventional cameras, back-lighting compensation is achieved by 
exploiting the fact that a subject is very likely to lie in a central or lower portion of an area to 
be photographed, and thus by using constant weight factors. 

[0007] Examples of pictures taken with a conventional camera are shown in Figs. 8A and 



8B. Fig. 8 A shows a picture taken without back-lighting compensation in a back-lighted 
condition. In this picture, the subject in a central portion appears dark. Fig. 8B shows a 
picture taken with back-lighting compensation in the same back-lighted condition. In this 
picture, the subject in a central portion appears appropriately bright. 

[0008] However, a subject does not always lie in a central or lower portion of an area to 
be photographed, and this often makes it impossible to photograph the subject with 
appropriate brightness. Fig. 7 shows an example of brightness distribution that poses such a 
problem. Fig. 7 shows a subject (for example, two persons) lying in a left-hand end and a 
right-hand end portion of the area to be photographed in a back-lighted condition. Here, 
brightness is high in 28 regions RH, illustrated without hatching, located in a central and an 
upper portion, and brightness is increasingly low in the regions RM and RL, in this order, 
located in the left-hand end and right-hand end portions. Since the weight factor is great in 
the central portion, the high brightness of the background contributes greatly to the weighted 
average, and thus the subject appears dark in the picture taken. Fig. 8C shows an example of 
a picture in which the subject is not photographed with appropriate brightness even when 
back-lighting compensation is performed. 

[0009] This problem can be overcome by distinguishing a front-lighted and a back-lighted 
condition on the basis of the difference in brightness observed within the area to be 
photographed and, if a back-lighted condition is recognized, adjusting the exposure of the 
image sensor so that the average brightness in low-brightness regions becomes equal to the 
target value. However, there may also occur an over-front-lighted condition in which a 
subject is illuminated from the front in such a way that the brightness of the subject is 
extremely high relative to the brightness of the background. Thus, simply distinguishing a 



front-lighted and a back-lighted condition does not permit a subject to be photographed with 
appropriate brightness in an over-front-lighted condition, 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
[0010] An object of the present invention is to provide a camera that always permits a 
subject to be photographed with appropriate brightness. 

[0011] To achieve the above object, according to one aspect of the present invention, a 
camera that controls the exposure of an image sensor in such a way that the apparent 
brightness of a subject in a picture taken is substantially constant regardless of the actual 
brightness of the subject controls the exposure of the image sensor according to the result of 
distinguishing among a first condition in which there is little difference in brightness between 
the subject and a background, a second condition in which there is much difference in 
brightness between the subject and the background and in which the subject is less bright than 
the background, and a third condition in which there is much difference in brightness between 
the subject and the background and in which the subject is brighter than the background. 

[0012] This camera distinguishes among three conditions in terms of the brightness of the 
subject relative to that of the background, and performs AE control according to the result. 
The first, second, and third conditions correspond to a front-lighted, a back-lighted, and an 
over-front-lighted condition, respectively. Distinguishing not only a front-lighted and a 
back-lighted condition but also an over-front-lighted condition helps prevent erroneously 
recognizing an over-front-lighted condition as a back-lighted condition, and thus makes it 
possible to photograph the subject always with appropriate brightness. In a video camera or 
digital camera, the photoelectric conversion device itself that is used as an image sensor 



therein can be used as a means for detecting brightness. In a camera that uses photographic 
film as an image sensor, a means for detecting brightness needs to be provided separately. 

[0013] Here, the camera may be so configured as to first distinguish between a fourth 
condition including the first and second conditions and a fifth condition including the first and 
third conditions and then distinguish, when the fourth condition has been recognized, between 
the first and second conditions or, when the fifth condition has been recognized, between the 
first and third conditions. Whereas distinguishing the first condition from the other 
conditions first makes it difficult to distinguish between the second and third conditions, 
distinguishing the fourth condition including the second condition and the fifth condition 
including the third condition first makes it possible to distinguish between the second and 
third conditions easily and reliably. 

[0014] The camera may be so configured that the area to be photographed is divided into 
two, an upper and a lower, portions each further divided into a plurality of regions, and that 
the camera determines brightness in each of those regions and then determines an upper- 
portion average, which is the average of brightness in the regions belonging to the upper 
portion, and a lower-portion average, which is the average of brightness in the regions 
belonging to the lower portion, so that the camera recognizes the fourth condition when the 
upper-portion/lower-portion ratio, which is the ratio of the upper-portion average to the 
lower-portion average, is higher than a predetermined reference upper-portion/lower-portion 
ratio and recognizes the fifth condition when the upper-portion/lower-portion ratio is not 
higher than the reference upper-portion/lower-portion ratio. 

[0015] These averages need only to be determined as arithmetic averages, and therefore 



there is no need to determine weight factors. Except in extremely special photographing 
conditions, the subject lies in a lower portion of the area to be photographed, and therefore the 
brightness of the subject is reflected in the lower-portion average. That is, the upper- 
portion/lower-portion ratio, which is the ratio of the upper-portion average to the lower- 
portion average, is higher in the second condition and lower in the third condition. Thus, by 
comparing the upper-portion/lower-portion ratio with the reference upper-portion/lower- 
portion ratio, it is possible to distinguish between the fourth and fifth conditions reliably. 

[0016] The reference upper-portion/lower-portion ratio may be made lower when the 
second condition was recognized last time than when the first or third condition was 
recognized. If the reference upper-portion/lower-portion ratio is kept constant regardless of 
the distinction made last time, when the upper-portion/lower-portion ratio is close to the 
reference upper-portion/lower-portion ratio, slight variations in brightness cause frequent 
reversal of recognition between the fourth and fifth conditions. This can be avoided by 
making the reference upper-portion/lower-portion ratio lower when the second condition was 
recognized last time. 

[0017] The camera may be so configured as to determine an overall average, which is the 
average of brightness over all the regions, a first dark-region average, which is the average of 
brightness in regions in which brightness is lower than the overall average, and a second dark- 
region average, which is the average of brightness in regions in which brightness is lower than 
the first dark-region average so that, when the fourth condition has been recognized, the 
camera recognizes the first condition when a first overall/dark-region ratio, which is the ratio 
of the overall average to the first dark-region average, is not higher than a first reference 
overall/dark-region ratio or when a second overall/dark-region ratio, which is the ratio of the 



overall average to the second dark-region average, is not higher than a second reference 
overall/dark-region ratio and recognizes the second condition when the first overall/dark- 
region ratio is higher than the first reference overall/dark-region ratio and in addition the 
second overall/dark-region ratio is higher than the second reference overall/dark-region ration. 

[0018] The overall/dark-region ratios, which are the ratios of the overall average to the 
dark-region averages, represent how low brightness is in low-brightness regions relative to the 
brightness over the whole area to be photographed. Specifically, the higher the overall/dark- 
region ratios, the lower brightness in low-brightness regions. Thus, by comparing the 
overall/dark-region ratios with the reference overall/dark-region ratios, it is possible to 
distinguish between the first and second conditions. Here, by determining the first dark- 
region average, which is the average of brightness in regions in which brightness is lower than 
the overall average, and the second dark-region average, which is the average of brightness in 
regions in which brightness is lower than the first dark-region average, it is possible to 
recognize how low brightness is over all low-brightness regions and how low brightness is in 
particularly low-brightness regions among those low-brightness regions. The second 
condition is recognized only when both the first and second overall/dark-region ratios are 
higher than the first and second reference overall/dark-region ratios, respectively, and 
otherwise the first condition is recognized. This makes it possible to distinguish between the 
first and second conditions unfailingly. 

[0019] The first and second reference overall/dark-region ratios may be made lower when 
the second condition was recognized last time than when the first condition was recognized. 
This helps prevent variations in brightness from causing frequent reversal of recognition 
between the first and second conditions. 



[0020] The camera may be so configured as to determine an overall average, which is the 
average of brightness over all the regions, a dark-region average, which is the average of 
brightness in regions in which brightness is lower than the overall average, and a bright- 
region average, which is the average of brightness in regions in which brightness is higher 
than the overall average so that, when the fifth condition has been recognized, the camera 
recognizes the first condition when the bright-region/dark-region ratio, which is the ratio of 
the bright-region average to the dark-region average, is not higher than a predetermined 
reference bright-region/dark-region ratio and recognizes the third condition when the bright- 
region/dark-region ratio is higher than the reference bright-region/dark-region ratio. 

[0021] The bright-region/dark-region ratio, which is the ratio of the bright-region average 
to the dark-region average, represents how high brightness is in high-brightness regions 
relative to the brightness in low-brightness regions. Specifically, the higher the bright- 
region/dark-region ratio, the greater the difference in brightness. Thus, by comparing the 
bright-region/dark-region ratio with the reference bright-region/dark-region ratio, it is 
possible to distinguish between the first and third conditions unfailingly. 

[0022] The reference bright-region/dark-region ratio may be made lower when the third 
condition was recognized last time than when the first condition was recognized. This helps 
prevent variations in brightness from causing frequent reversal of recognition between the 
first and third conditions. 

[0023] The camera may be so configured that an area to be photographed is divided into a 
plurality of regions, and that the camera determines brightness in each of those regions and 
then determines an overall average, which is the average of brightness over all the regions, a 



first dark-region average, which is the average of brightness in regions in which brightness is 
lower than the overall average, a second dark-region average, which is the average of 
brightness in regions in which brightness is lower than the first dark-region average, a first 
bright-region average, which is the average of brightness in regions in which brightness is 
higher than the overall average, and a second bright-region average, which is the average of 
brightness in regions in which brightness is higher than the first bright-region average so that 
the camera controls the exposure of the image sensor by using, as the brightness of the subject, 
the overall average when the first condition is recognized, the second dark-region average 
when the second condition is recognized, and the second bright-region average when the third 
condition is recognized. 

[0024] When the first condition is recognized, in which there is little difference in 
brightness between the subject and the background, using the overall average, which is the 
average of brightness over all the regions, as the brightness of the subject makes it possible to 
photograph the subject with appropriate brightness. When the second condition is 
recognized, in which the brightness of the subject is remarkably low relative to that of the 
background, using the second dark-region average, which is the average of brightness in 
regions in which brightness is particularly low, as the brightness of the subject makes it 
possible to photograph the subject with appropriate brightness. When the third condition is 
recognized, in which the brightness of the subject is remarkably high relative to that of the 
background, using the second bright-region average, which is the average of brightness in 
regions in which brightness is particularly high, as the brightness of the subject makes it 
possible to photograph the subject with appropriate brightness. 



BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[0025] This and other objects and features of the present invention will become clear from 
the following description, taken in conjunction with the preferred embodiments with reference 
to the accompanying drawings in which: 

Fig. 1 is a block diagram schematically showing an outline of the configuration of a 
video camera embodying the invention; 

Fig. 2 is a diagram showing how the area to be photographed is divided into regions to 
permit distinction among different conditions in the video camera shown in Fig. 1; 

Fig. 3 is a flow chart showing the flow of operations performed to achieve AE control 
in the video camera shown in Fig. 1 ; 

Fig. 4 is a diagram showing an example of how the reference values are set that are 
used to distinguish among different conditions in the video camera shown in Fig. 1; 

Fig. 5 is a diagram schematically showing a picture of a subject photographed in a 
back-lighting condition with the video camera shown in Fig. 1 ; 

Fig. 6 is a diagram showing an example of how weight factors are set that are assigned 
to regions provided for back-lighting compensation in a conventional camera; 

Fig. 7 is a diagram showing an example of brightness distribution that makes it 
impossible to photograph a subject with appropriate brightness even with back-lighting 
compensation in a conventional camera; and 

Figs. 8A, 8B, and 8C are diagrams schematically showing pictures taken with a 
conventional camera, with Fig. 8A showing a picture taken without back-lighting 
compensation in a back-lighted condition, and Figs. 8B and 8C showing pictures taken with 
back-lighting compensation in a back-lighted condition. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 
[0026] Hereinafter, a video camera embodying the present invention will be described 
with reference to the drawings. An outline of the configuration of the video camera 
(hereinafter referred to simply as the "camera" also) of this embodiment is shown in Fig. 1. 
The camera 1 is provided with a taking lens 11, a CCD 12 serving as an image sensor, an 
analog processing circuit 13, a YC separator circuit 14, a Y process circuit 15, a C process 
circuit 16, a Y accumulator circuit 17, and a CPU 18. 

[0027] The taking lens 1 1 images the light from an area to be photographed on the light- 
sensing surface of the CCD 12. The taking lens 11 is provided with an aperture stop (iris) 
1 la of which the aperture diameter is variable. Thus, by varying the aperture diameter of the 
aperture stop 1 la, it is possible to adjust the exposure of the CCD 12. 

[0028] The CCD 12 performs photographing by converting light into electric signals. 
The pixels of the CCD 12 are each provided with a filter that selectively transmits magenta, 
cyan, green, or yellow light so that all the pixels are divided into four types. These four 
types of pixels are arranged one after another in predetermined order two-dimensionally and 
recurrently. The photographing by the CCD 12 is performed at regular time intervals (for 
example, every 1/30 second). 

[0029] The analog processing circuit 13 is composed of a CDS (correlative double 
sampling) circuit, an AGC (automatic gain control) circuit, and an ADC (analog-to-digital 
conversion) circuit. The CDS circuit reduces the noise included in the analog signals output 
from the CCD 12. The AGC circuit adjusts the levels of all signals fed from the CDS circuit 
according to the gain at which the AGC circuit is set. The ADC circuit converts the analog 



signals fed from the AGC circuit into digital signals of a predetermined number of bits (for 
example, 10 bits). 

[0030] The YC separator circuit 14 processes the signals output from the CCD 12 and 
then digitized by the ADC circuit to separate luminance signals (Y signals) and chrominance 
signals (Cr and Cb signals). The Y process circuit 15 subjects the Y signals output from the 
YC separator circuit 14 to processing including superimposition thereon of horizontal and 
vertical synchronizing signals, and thereby produces luminance signals Yout that represent 
the brightness of the image photographed. The C process circuit 16 processes the Y signals, 
Cr signals, and Cb signals output from the YC separator circuit 14 to produce chrominance 
signals Cout that represent the hues (intensity of R, G, and B relative to one another) of the 
image photographed. The luminance signals Yout and the chrominance signals Cout are fed 
to an external display or recording device for display or recording of the image photographed. 

[0031] The camera 1 is provided with an AE function, which is controlled by the CPU 18. 
Specifically, the CPU 18 adjusts the exposure of the CCD 12 by setting the aperture diameter 
of the aperture stop 11a according to the intensity of the Y signals output from the YC 
separator circuit 14 so that the subject, i.e. the main object to be photographed, is 
photographed with appropriate brightness. When the brightness of the subject is below 
predetermined brightness even with the aperture stop 11a opened to its maximum aperture 
diameter, or when the brightness of the subject is above the predetermined brightness even 
with the aperture stop 11a stopped to its minimum aperture diameter, the CPU 18 varies the 
gain of the AGC circuit provided in the analog processing circuit 13. This makes it possible 
to obtain luminance signals Yout that bring the subject to the predetermined brightness even 
in a photographing condition in which simply adjusting the exposure is not sufficient to 
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control the brightness of the image photographed. 

[0032] The camera 1 operates in either of two modes with respect to AE control. In a 
first mode, the relationship between the brightness of the subject and that of the background is 
grouped into a first, a second, and a third condition, and AE control is performed on the basis 
of the result of recognizing in which of these three conditions the brightness of the subject and 
that of the background currently are. Here, the first condition denotes a condition in which 
there is little difference in brightness between the subject and the background. The second 
condition denotes a condition in which there is much difference in brightness between the 
subject and the background and the subject is less bright than the background. The third 
condition denotes a condition in which there is much difference in brightness between the 
subject and the background and the subject is brighter than the background. Thus, the first, 
second, and third conditions correspond to a front-lighted, a back-lighted, and an over-front- 
lighted condition, respectively. 

[0033] In a second mode, AE control is performed on the basis of the average brightness 
over the whole area to be photographed regardless of the relationship between the brightness 
of the subject and that of the background. It is possible to switch between the first and 
second modes freely so that the camera 1 operates in the mode specified by its user. 

[0034] In either mode, the area to be photographed is divided into a plurality of regions, 
and brightness is determined in each of those regions. On the basis of the brightness thus 
determined in the individual regions, the three conditions are distinguished in the first mode, 
and the average brightness over the whole area to be photographed is calculated in the second 
mode. The determination of brightness in each region is handled by the Y accumulator 
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circuit 17, and the distinction among the three conditions and the calculation of the average 
brightness are handled by the CPU 18. 

[0035] Fig. 2 shows the area to be photographed as divided into a plurality of regions. 
Here, the whole area to be photographed is divided into eight parts both vertically and 
horizontally so as to be divided into 64 regions Al to H8. The area to be photographed as a 
whole corresponds to that portion of the surface of the CCD 12, serving as an image sensor, 
which the YC separator circuit 14 uses to produce Y, Cr, and Cb signals. It is to be noted, 
however, that the division of the area to be photographed is achieved not by physically 
dividing the CCD 12 in some way but as a result of the Y accumulator circuit 17 
accumulating the Y signals fed from the YC separator circuit 14 separately for each of the 
regions shown in Fig. 2. 

[0036] Now, how AE control is performed in the first mode will be described. In this 
mode, the three conditions are distinguished as described previously. To achieve this, first a 
fourth condition including the first and second conditions and a fifth condition including the 
first and third conditions are distinguished, and then the first and second conditions, or the 
first and third conditions, are distinguished. The reason for doing this is to distinguish 
between the second and third conditions reliably. 

[0037] If first the first condition is distinguished from the second and third conditions and 
then the second and third conditions are distinguished, it is difficult to distinguish between the 
second and third conditions. The reasons are that these conditions are the same in that there 
is much difference in brightness between the subject and the background, and differ only in 
which of the subject and the background is brighter, and in addition that there is no way to 
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anticipate where in the area to be photographed the subject will lie, and therefore it is 
impossible to unfailingly locate the regions that correspond to the subject. By distinguishing 
between the fourth and fifth conditions first, it is possible to preclude situations that require 
tricky distinction between the second and third conditions, and thereby eliminate the need to 
locate the regions that correspond to the subject. 

[0038] The fourth and fifth conditions are distinguished by calculating the average 
brightness YavU32 in the 32 regions belonging to the upper half (rows A to D in Fig. 2) of the 
area to be photographed and the average brightness YavL32 in the 32 regions belonging to the 
lower half (rows E to H in Fig. 2) thereof, and then checking whether the ratio YrtUL of the 
former to the latter is higher than a predetermined reference value Rl or not. Except in 
extremely special cases, at least part of the subject lies in the lower half of the area to be 
photographed, and the greater part of the upper half thereof corresponds to the background. 
Accordingly, the average brightness YavL32 in the lower half reflects the brightness of the 
subject, and the average brightness YavU32 in the upper half reflects the brightness of the 
background. Hence, the higher the ratio YrtUL, the greater the degree in which the 
background is brighter than the subject. Thus, the fourth condition is recognized if the ratio 
YrtUL is higher than the reference value Rl and the fifth condition is recognized otherwise. 

[0039] To distinguish between the first and second conditions, first the average brightness 
Yav64 over all the regions, the average brightness YavDl in regions in which brightness is 
lower than the average brightness Yav64, and the average brightness YavD2 in regions in 
which brightness is still lower than the average brightness YavDl are calculated. Then, the 
first and second conditions are distinguished by checking whether the ratio YrtDl of the 
average brightness Yav64 to the average brightness YavDl and the ratio YrtD2 of the average 
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brightness Yav64 to the average brightness YavD2 are higher than predetermined reference 
values R2 and R3, respectively, or not. The average brightness YavDl represents how low 
the brightness in low-brightness regions is relative to the brightness over the whole area to be 
photographed, and the average brightness YavD2 represents how low the brightness in 
particularly low-brightness regions is relative to the brightness over the whole area to be 
photographed. 

[0040] The reference value R3 is set to be higher than the reference value R2, so that the 
second condition is recognized if the ratio YrtDl is higher than the reference value R2 and in 
addition the ratio YrtD2 is higher than the reference value R3, and the first condition is 
recognized otherwise. By taking into consideration not only the brightness over all low- 
brightness regions but also the brightness in particularly low-brightness regions in this way, it 
is possible to distinguish between the first and second conditions more reliably. 

[0041J To distinguish between the first and third conditions, first the average brightness 
YavDl in regions in which brightness is lower than the average brightness Yav64 over all the 
regions, the average brightness YavBl in regions in which brightness is higher than the 
average brightness Yav64, and the average brightness YavB2 in regions in which brightness 
is still higher than the average brightness YavBl. Then, the third condition is recognized if 
the ratio YrtBD of the average brightness YavBl to the average brightness YavDl is higher 
than a predetermined reference value R4 or not, and the first condition is recognized 
otherwise. The ratio YrtBD represents how high the brightness in high-brightness regions is 
relative to the brightness in low-brightness regions. Hence, the higher the ratio YrtBD, the 
greater the difference in brightness. Thus, by comparing the ratio YrtBD with the reference 
value R4, it is possible to distinguish between the first and third conditions. Here, the 
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average brightness YavB2 is not used to distinguish conditions. 

[0042] When the first condition is recognized, the average brightness Yav64 over all the 
regions is used as the brightness of the subject. When the second condition is recognized, 
the average brightness YavD2 in particularly low-brightness regions is used as the brightness 
of the subject. When the third condition is recognized, the average brightness YavB2 in 
particularly high-brightness regions is used as the brightness of the subject. Then, the 
aperture diameter of the aperture stop 11a is adjusted according to whether the brightness of 
the subject thus determined is higher or lower than a predetermined target value. 

[0043] In distinguishing among the three conditions, four reference values Rl, R2, R3, 
and R4 are used. These values are not kept constant, but are each chosen between two 
values according to the result of the distinction made last time, i.e. according to which 
condition is currently being recognized. Specifically, the reference value Rl is chosen 
between Rla and Rib, the reference value R2 between R2a and R2b, the reference value R3 
between R3a and R3b, and the reference value R4 between R4a and R4b, where Rib < Rla, 
R2b < R2a, R3b < R3a, and R4b < R4a. For example, Rla = 1, Rib = 0.5, R2a = 2.0, R2b = 
1.8, R3a = 3.0, R3b = 2.8, R4a = 3.3, and R4b = 3.1. 

[0044] As the reference value Rl, the larger value Rla is used when the first or third 
condition is currently being recognized, and the smaller value Rib is used when the second 
condition is currently being recognized. As the reference values R2 and R3, the larger 
values R2a and R3a are used when the first condition is currently being recognized, and the 
smaller values R2b and R3b are used otherwise. As the reference value R4, the larger value 
R4a is used when the first condition is currently being recognized, and the smaller value R4b 
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is used otherwise. 



[0045] If these reference values are kept constant, when one of the ratios calculated is 
close to its reference value, slight variations in brightness in the area to be photographed 
cause frequent reversal of the result of condition recognition. For example, suppose that the 
ratio YrtUL is now slightly higher than the reference value Rl and thus the fourth condition is 
being recognized. Then, a slight variation in brightness makes the ratio YrtUL slightly 
smaller than the reference value Rl, and thus causes the fifth condition to be recognized. 
Then, another slight variation in brightness makes the ratio YrtUL slightly greater than the 
reference value Rl, and thus causes the fourth condition to be recognized again. This is 
undesirable because such frequent reversal of the result of condition recognition causes 
fluctuations in the brightness of the image photographed, and thus flickering of the image. 

[0046] By setting the reference values Rl, R2, R3, and R4 as described above, it is 
possible to maintain the currently recognized condition as long as possible, and thereby 
prevent flickering of the image photographed. 

[0047] Now, the flow of operations performed to achieve AE control in the camera 1 will 
be described with reference to the flow chart shown in Fig. 3. First, whether now is a 
vertical blanking period or not is checked and, if not, a vertical blanking period is waited for 
(step #2). In a vertical blanking period, Y signals are read out, and brightness is determined 
in each of the 64 regions (#4). Then, the average brightness Yav64 over all the regions is 
calculated as an arithmetic average (#6). Next, whether the camera 1 is operating in the first 
mode or not is checked (#8). 

[0048] If the camera 1 is not operating in the first mode, but is operating in the second 
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mode, the brightness of the subject is determined to be equal to the average brightness Yav64 
over all the regions (#10), and then the brightness of the subject is compared with 
predetermined target brightness (#12). If the brightness of the subject is equal to the target 
brightness, the flow returns to step #2 without varying the aperture diameter of the aperture 
stop 11a. If the brightness of the subject is higher than the target brightness, the aperture 
diameter of the aperture stop 1 la is made smaller (#14), and then the flow returns to step #2. 
If the brightness of the subject is lower than the target brightness, the aperture diameter of the 
aperture stop 1 la is made larger (#16), and then the flow returns to step #2. 

[0049] If the camera 1 is operating in the first mode, the average brightness YavU32 in 
the 32 regions constituting the upper half of the area to be photographed and the average 
brightness YavL32 in the 32 regions constituting the lower half thereof are calculated 
respectively as arithmetic averages (#20), and then the ratio YrtUL of the average brightness 
YavU32 to the average brightness YavL32 is calculated (#22). Then, whether the second 
condition (a back-lighted condition) is currently being recognized or not is checked (#24) so 
that, if so, the value Rib is chosen as the reference value Rl (#28) and, if not, the value Rla is 
chosen as the reference value Rl (#26). 

[0050] Next, whether the ratio YrtUL is higher than the reference value Rl or not is 
checked (#30) so that, if so, the flow proceeds to step #32 and, if not, the flow proceeds to 
step #62. Thus, the distinction between the fourth and fifth conditions is complete. 

[0051] The steps starting with step #32 involve operations performed, when the fourth 
condition is recognized, to proceed to distinguish between the first and second conditions. 
First, the average brightness YavDl in regions in which brightness is lower than the average 
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brightness Yav64 over all the regions and the average brightness YavD2 in regions in which 
brightness is lower than the average brightness YavDl are calculated respectively as 
arithmetic averages (#32), and then the ratio YrtDl of the average brightness Yav64 to the 
average brightness YavDl is calculated (#34). Then, whether the first condition (a front- 
lighted condition) is currently being recognized or not is checked (#36) so that, if so, the value 
R2a is chosen as the reference value R2 (#38) and, if not, the value R2b is chosen as the 
reference value R2 (#40). 

[0052] Next, whether the ratio YrtDl is higher than the reference value R2 or not is 
checked (#42). If the ratio YrtDl is higher than the reference value R2, the ratio YrtD2 of 
the average brightness Yav64 to the average brightness YavD2 is calculated (#44). 
Moreover, whether the first condition (a front-lighted condition) is currently being recognized 
or not is checked (#46) so that, if so, the value R3a is chosen as the reference value R3 (#48) 
and, if not, the value R3b is chosen as the reference value R3 (#50). Then, whether the ratio 
YrtD2 is higher than the reference value R3 or not is checked (#52). 

[0053] Here, if the ratio YrtD2 is higher than the reference value R3, the second condition 
(a back-lighted condition) is recognized (#54), and the brightness of the subject is determined 
to be equal to the average brightness YavD2 (#56). Then, the flow proceeds to step #12 to 
perform the operations described above. 

[0054] If, in step #42, the ratio YrtDl is not higher than the reference value R2, or if, in 
step #52, the ratio YrtD2 is not higher than the reference value R3, the first condition, i.e. a 
front-lighted condition, is recognized (#58), and the brightness of the subject is determined to 
be equal to the average brightness Yav64 (#60). Then, the flow proceeds to step #12 to 
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perform the operations described above. 



[0055] The steps starting with step #62 involve operations performed, when the fifth 
condition is recognized, to proceed to distinguish between the first and third conditions. 
First, the average brightness YavDl in regions in which brightness is lower than the average 
brightness Yav64 over all the regions, the average brightness YavBl in regions in which 
brightness is higher than the average brightness Yav64, and the average brightness YavB2 in 
regions in which brightness is higher than the average brightness YavBl are calculated 
respectively as arithmetic averages (#62), and then the ratio YrtBD of the average brightness 
YavBl to the average brightness YavDl is calculated (#64). Then, whether the first 
condition (a front-lighted condition) is currently being recognized or not is checked (#66) so 
that, if so, the value R4a is chosen as the reference value R4 (#68) and, if not, the value R4b is 
chosen as the reference value R4 (#70). 

[0056] Next, whether the ratio YrtBD is higher than the reference value R4 or not is 
checked (#72), and, if not, the flow proceeds to step #58, where the first condition, i.e. a front- 
lighted condition, is recognized. If the ratio YrtBD is higher than the reference value R4, the 
third condition, i.e. an over-front-lighted condition, is recognized (#74), and the brightness of 
the subject is determined to be equal to the average brightness YavB2 (#76). Then, the flow 
proceeds to step #12 to perform the operations described above. 

[0057] With the camera 1 of this embodiment, which is provided with a first mode in 
which AE control is performed as described above, it is possible to take a picture in which a 
subject with comparatively low brightness is photographed with appropriate brightness even 
when the brightness distribution within the area to be photographed is as shown in Fig. 7 
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described earlier. Fig. 5 shows a picture taken in the first mode under the same conditions as 
the picture shown in Fig. 8C. 

[0058] It is to be understood that any numbers and values given specifically in the above 
descriptions, such as the number of regions into which the area to be photographed is divided, 
the reference values used to distinguish among the three conditions, etc., are mere examples, 
and may therefore be set otherwise. For example, in most cases, dividing the area to be 
photographed into 36 (vertically 6 x horizontally 6) regions or more is sufficient to achieve 
correct distinction among the three conditions. However, using too many regions does not 
affect the result of distinction favorably, and therefore it is advisable to limit the number of 
regions to about 144 (vertically 12 x horizontally 12) or less to save the amount of calculation 
that needs to be performed. 

[0059] In the embodiment described above, the reference values are chosen between 
constant values; however, they may be varied continuously according to the brightness over 
the whole area to be photographed. Fig. 4 shows an example of how the reference values are 
set in such a case. In Fig. 4, the horizontal axis indicates the average brightness Yav64 over 
all the regions, and the vertical axis indicates the values R2a, R2b, R3a, R3b, R4a, and R4b 
used as the reference values R2, R3, and R4. It is preferable to make the reference values R2 
and R3, which are used to distinguish between the first and second conditions, smaller as the 
average brightness Yav64 becomes higher, and it is preferable to make the reference value R4, 
which is used to distinguish between the first and third conditions, greater as the average 
brightness Yav64 becomes higher. On the other hand, it is preferable to keep the reference 
value Rl, which is used to distinguish between the fourth and fifth conditions, constant 
regardless of the brightness over the whole area to be photographed. 
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[0060] In the embodiment described above, the exposure of the CCD 12, serving as an 
image sensor, is varied by varying the aperture diameter of the aperture stop 11a; however, it 
is also possible to make the photoelectric conversion time of the CCD 12 (i.e. electronic 
shutter speed) variable and adjust the exposure thereof by varying the photoelectric 
conversion time thereof. It is also possible to adjust the exposure of the CCD 12 by varying 
both the aperture diameter of the aperture stop 11a and the photoelectric conversion time of 
the CCD 12. 

[0061] Obviously, many modifications and variations of the present invention are possible in 
light of the above teachings. It is therefore to be understood that within the scope of the 
appended claims, the invention may be practiced other than as specifically described. 
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